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Rhetoric and Problem-Scolving Strategies in Advanced Composition:

A Pluralistic Approach

3
1. Introduction

1.1 My title, "Rhetoric and Problem-Scoluving Strateqies" reflécts my
pluralistic effort in teaching Advanced Composition to blend the

approaches of two recent texts: Limmda Flower’s Problem—-Solving

Strateqies for Writing and Jeanne Fahnestock & Marie Secor’s A
: . ’ \_ ! LY

Rhetoric of Argument. I do_ndt intend to present booK reviews;

rather I plan to use thé-twd exemplary texts as a mﬁans;pf engaging -
-thel]%rger icsues of desianing a pluralistic methodology which *
méximi}eﬁ the aduantageé of eacﬁ_text - that\{s,'combining practical’
tasks of arquing for censensus proposals witgﬂfunctional rather than

~

formalistic rhetorical methods. \

~ Q\_ . K ’ . “

1.2 In addition to these two books, other cogent?articlesﬂhgbé ' ////

o

. appeareafﬁfcently. [See Appendix] 1711 refer to these, not only to
: *

*

sharpen my discussion, but also to show how reasonable I am in

modifying my position when new, persuasive ﬁbgumenéé appear.

<!

VS I U S

2. Approaches . S , e
.#‘ﬁh ‘ . . _ .
Fahnestock & Secor‘s article ¢CCC 1983 ef¥ect?ve4y identifies the

three basic approaches to teach argument: 1. logical/analytical, 2.

w
¥
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b‘ cénteng/problem—solviqg,,3.’rhetorica]/generatiueL ‘ .

2.1 Like F&5, I initially rejected the‘logic approach, bécaus% it is

more a tool or means of analysis than an énd..TSaching formal loqic

e -
may not transfer any better into studemnts’ composing process for

ordinary arguments than teaching grammar. transfeqs into composing

-~

discourse in general. But the Key here may be teaching loqic- or
¢ ‘ N

[ . *
& . fHrammar in isolation, versus teaching such sKills in the.context of

1l arqger tasks leading to Student—generétgd arquments. Thus, 1 am not

/ naw so quick to dismiss teaching lggic from my pluralism, although I

B

would place it in a subordinate position in service of the other_two
- ' » ’ .
I3

maior apgroaches. [See Appendix for Kaufer & Neuwirth (CE 1983) and

- ]

respgpsaﬁ (CE 1984)>.1] : ‘ .

~

2.2 Since my intent is to argué far greatér attention to th¥

problem—-scolving dimension in constructing our individual pluralismé,

let me take F&S“s own approach, rﬁetofical/generatiUe, next [in

Keeping with the structure of reserving for last the poinf that one

wishes to stress]. - ¥ .

¥ \ ) . , ) ’ e o~
In their book and article, F&S clacssify all argdment in?o four \
,\,,/"), . .
cateqgories: categorical propositions (definitions?, causal statenfents

-

{(cause & effect); evaluations, and proposals. They arque that: "If we

3
"takKe students through these four types of argument, ?rom’the

simpler...to the complex [hence, the "generatiug" 1abel for the
* : . - S
- - preogressjve or cumulative development of the four categoriesl..., we

have a coherent rationilé for organizing a course in arqument" (CCC,
. o ¢ ' . -
23>. However, in my chkassroom applications, the beqginning and the end

. p
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! of the booK turned ocut to be more useful than the-middle; therefore,

-'r - ‘
‘let me limit my discus;ion to @hegg,stféng areas.
. - r - -
//_\\*f7p While there are disagreements on-the extent .to which we. should
. .« ']
. . L9 .
‘ teach formal logic, thé fallacies, and rhetorica]-terhinology, I -

believe one strenath of F&S’s text lies in mlinimizing, the distancing

£ 4

ef ten produced by excesgive specialized terminoloqy.- In bartigular,.T

KFT?H their - openlnq discussion on thesns and cupport to be simple and

direct, usnng the concept of enthymemic :tructureﬂmlthout rnterposlng

thi%s specialized terminology.

. .
»

4
On type #4, Proposals, they do well discussing the Kinds of
support and what can Qo wronqg, cspecifically covering {%f need to .
addre:s Yeasibility and to anticipate refutatlons In a bubsequent‘ ,

. N v - I3 . - - -"/
chapter, Accommodation, they cover conCIsely iscues of ethos, voice,’

moderation, and disclaimers. While they are open to criticism for

putting this chapier at tae end, since these matters ‘must beé addressed
_ : ol . : _

early and throughout the cbmposing process, this position can be
explained, first, by the inevitable linear structure of bound books,

and second, by the devedopmental <strutsture of‘their classnflcatnon

-

qutem which fotms the frdmework of the”bcok. For teaching. purposes

’/ . . Ly

we can assign this chapter simulténeously with others early on.
-~ A

v

d s

2.3 In making proBﬁem—solving ocne goal and govérning principle ,of an

- - - - -

advanced comp course, in which at-least the final, if not more ‘than

v

one , aésignment is a thoroughly deuelopedaproposé] to solve some
actual-world problem, I have referred s?ldent: both to F&S’s end .

chapters and to Lind# Flower s book
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I do not want to discuss the major part of Flower’s book —-- her
= 1
functional suggestions fér compoéing and editing —— because this wdulq b

take me off on the tangeant of céghkﬁive scienge and attelpts to codify .

hew}istics of folk bsychology). For my purpose here, the most
cimportant ‘aspect of Flower’s text 'is her emphasis on Roagerian

2 . - * (_\
a~gument. This stresces the actual-worlid necesity of compromise to

Pad

achieve mutually satisfactory shwsred goals.
. L "
{ P

The ideologqy implicit here touches social~ac1fon, pubfic

-

< affairs, and bus}ness managem;nt,las well as an indivjpdual ‘s persoﬁal
"->\\lifg'interactions. This idecology refelects the praghiijc aim to inform
éTd train pre—-professional and préfessional séudent; in their
‘deséonsibilities to make workable.ad6.50cially responé{ble decisions

7

.in their professional roles. [As an undergraduate in a management
/ , \ =men

program at what at that time was Carnpegie Tech, before the Younag new

¢

- - o

rhetoric era, I recognize this characteristic of professional
training.]l " A

R b N4

+

My position is that it should be an important part of any

) aq;a ced.cdmp course\to familiarize all students, 'not just
s &- C.

. g[ofessional.and manage%ial specialists, with the socially nespoﬁsipie

v
.

activity of arquing for workKable, shared goals in soluingudctual

problems. These should be problems in which the writers are N

* -

personally interested and fn which their proﬁosals could influence

h Y

acfual*world decisions.

3. Problem-Solving in Actuality - .-

~ . - N . .
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'_ 3.1 F&5, in their CCG article (1983) object to certain aspects of the
1, ‘ . | " ,
problem-solving approach; however, thecse seem to me to be based on

L " special and restrictive cases. ‘With a pélapced b]urafiam, cgntent need ¥

PN

. not "crowd out the writing instruction," and princigles_ahd me thods Q%,*
érgument can be addressed explicitly (p. 22)>. The relevance o¥ the

nroﬁlem—soluing approach is greater than F&S‘s examples of case

-
- &

«~ _studies or iﬁtardisciplinary courses,.

Problem-solving in the actual "world outside of academic

classes" exists in social'situations in which decisions must be made :
| :

. /
to buy X ratheq than Y, to chop down the trees, to ban or not/ban a

-

textbook, dr té take other such actions.

L4
a -

‘ . Hugh -Rank, in his recent book on the language of paolitics, The

Pep Talk ¢which follows his even better book on the{languagé of

advertising, The Pitch), succinctly states some propositions which

~

apply te all sgch problem—soluing éituatiopﬁ:.<1> Peoplé often aqree
v * about general .goals (we'all seek "the goodJ) but disagree about
specific means; <2 Expect few clear—cut choices betwéen "goodf and
"bad"~—mo§t problems involve the “gréater of two goodé“ or the "lesser
.of two Evi!s"; thus many policy arguments are abaout "Qegree“ (how

much?? and "priority" (what should be done first?); <(3> Expect

.comprcmicses, concessions, trade-offs, deals; most iscues are

»

v

negbtiable. ' a

e 3.2  Thus, one benefit of preblem—sclving i's that it introduces®
. \ : N

“a

gtbdents.to the more practicql'kinds_of writing required_in the actual

t . "worlds outside of academic classes” —- the social, the political, the

3 [N

. . .
: . b - .
. .
oy o . . . 9 . . - B i -
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One reliable informant describes the primary Kind of
bersuaside &Fit?ng she does in businesé as: convin&ing higher—-ups to -
take a specific course of actioa. The structure of the coﬁmunication
goes like this: {1> provide shért backgrounJ, (2> state the problem,

(3> state the goal, (4> discuss alternatives to reach the goal, <5>

make a recommendation. “Moreover, collaborative writing is a

&

particular circumstance -for compeosing, which is more prevalent in the
outside world and in-disciplines other than English. It is How
getting some of our a{tention,'partly as a result of the prevalence of
the process approach ;nd the Natiohal Writina Project insefvices,
which stress peer editing groups, and partly és a result of
researchers studxing the actual conditions.of worKing writers., [See
Appendix for thé collabora}ive work of Lisa Ede and,ﬁnd;ea Lunsford.]

»

3.3 Anaother benefit of the problem—-scolving approach, lies in the
affectijve or-motivational domain. This ap&;jjch engagés students at
the le;el of their interests and capacitiess We can %ﬁant that
students will be comﬁitted to their writing, if they feel that their
proposals may make a difference in the actual world, or add to the
Knowledge they need to maKe a dec¢ision of their own.
3.4 In céntra;? to thié mor e pérson;l and pragmatic apprcocach, certain
formalists and structuralists among rhetogicians are concerned with,
in the words of Kaufer & Neuwirth, "independent criteria for

]
evaluating the structure of an argument apart from its meaning" (CE,

197). In Kaufer’s recent article, on‘Weaching the development of

-



T

holicy arquments, he producessa useful hierarchical Schéma on the

k4

levels of pelicy conflbkct. [see Appendix] While Kaufer’s solution for

- e ) S~ )
the more complex conflicts of "glebal values" is another schema for

¢

analyzing and developinag "cqmpeting'anal6§ﬁes," this may teach

arqumentative ski}l, but not practical resolutions of conflicts.

. -
Many students, unlike some at selective cg}legeswlike CMU, may

~not be as quick -te pick up, nor be as interested in, forensics and

exercises to simulate Jlawyers cbnstructing the best briefs for their

-

policies. This is one reasen 1 label my assignment a proposal o,

(fellowing F&Si, or a position paper. And it i1s more cfosely related

to the assumptions behind Ken Macrorie’s "I-Search" -- a . 2

persconally-csiagnficant piece of research —— than the empty formalism of
the Iahentably still—-prevalent approach of aisigniag papers by

so—called forms or modes {(such as, definition, comparisoﬁ?coﬁtrast,
[ 3

process, ete). S 4

-

3.5 Why does  the tendency persist to teach empty formalism? —-- that

4

&

is; forms to be filled up, rather than starting with problems,
positioﬂt, ideas to be discovered and then cseeKing the appropriate

strategies: of arrangement and exemplification necessary for effective
." ) .
communication. I believe one answer lies in the way mest English and

. , N
writing teachers are trained, their minimizing practical

problem-solving,! and their commitment to an academic ideology of

raticnal, liberal humanism.

4.- Here follows a brief tirade on preblem-solving %7”the tradi ticonal

-

training of English teachers and the rhetorician‘s ideclcay of
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rational, liberal humanism.

¥

4.1 What’s mﬁssiné in thé training of most teachers of literature, .
) writing, and rhetoric is familiarity with the scientific method of

reéearch: tﬁat~is, 1> fqrmfng research questions, <2> framing workinp»

hypotheses, (3> %esting 7hem with appropriate evidence and possible

falsification, and <4> modifying them in terms of new evidence. Most

s

of -our graduate school assignments™ap/d professional writing consist of
. : o

assemb]}ﬁg diverse matirials, composing arguments with elegant or

-
v

plausible analogibs, and offering concluding interpretations.

4XF Prob]e'—sold}ng also corrects thQJacademic tendency of

/\ l I ~ s
rhetoricidne an8 1 i¥éral humanists, in general, to place excessive

. A
'faiiDAJ reason and rational argumentation. I reduce their ideology
‘ 1

i \xo something like this: t;%ch the production of rigorous logical
argqunts because they‘stand the begt:chénce of est%blishing truth and
- | ! . ) ‘
prevailing in the open competition of ideas in the free market of a

democratic society in which all contending positions have de facto

equal opportuhity. There is a problem with this position, beyond its

L + - .
itheoretical assumption that we are operating in a rational universe.

3
&
Just becalUse »ou have good logic doesnt mean that you will prevail in

the(Tarketblace. In actuality, there may be a Kind of Gresham’s Law

' Y“hat-bad reasoning, liKe bad money, can drive out the good. We all

" can supply examples.

L3

‘

Y 5. The Necessity of Froblem—-solving pluralicm. -

In concluding my proposal for a pluralistic approach which synthesizes

logic, rhetoric, and problem—solving,-#q& me stress that the
. . |

-

10 Y




Y.
determinant element is a problem which is susceptible to a consensus

-~

solution. Most complex praoblems and socqal issues cannot be resolved

on’ the basis of persuasive "argumentation alone, or even.on ¢

indisputable evidence. Usgually there are competing an unresalved

-

facts; there are "po%#thal? considerations, or "least-worst" costs;

N

ultimately, many icssues are grounded in moral and ethical conflicts.
. * )

o

5.1 In makKing assignments for proposals that are tailored to the -
students’ intereste, 1 have found that F&S and Fﬂower’s texts. can be
combined effectively? ene classifies and functionall; analyzes thef.

types of argument; the other émphasizes achieving consensus and shmred
- t q g

goals. To help students select and control an appropriate problem,
and to reinforce the Rogerian padknciple of recstating the opposing o
views fairl», I found the following injunctions useful [ligted at the

bottom of your handoutl:
4

(7

. 5.2‘§Your position on the topic: Do not choose a topic or téke a

poeition on-'it unleSs&you are prepared to be persuaded by cogent
’ ~

LY

"eteasoning t?}change your mind. This should eliminate arquments

-.grounded on ffundamentally inflexible positions of faith, ethics,

\ > . .
taste, or prejudice.

3.3 Your position on the odposition: Consider opposing views fairly.

As Wayne Booth states, in his "self-denying ordinance:" "I will trg\w‘
Ml

~ A

to publish nothing about any book or article until I have understood '

it, which is to say, until I have reaspn to think that I can give an_

account of it that the author...will Eecognize-as Just"™ (Critical

Understanding, p. 351).
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APPENDIX

SUBJECT WORKS

Jeanne Fahnestock & Marie Secor, Random
.. House, 1982). . £
. "Teashing Arqument: A Theory of Types," CCC, 34 (February
1983>, ,20-30.
(1> logical/Analytical
(2> Content/Problem-solving,
(3> Rhetor|cal/Generatnve

> ’ ‘ i
-

.

bt 4 P

- .

M N

A Rhetoric of Akgument (New Yoark:

1. Categoricalf propoﬁltlon: (deflnltnons)
2. Cawsal statements (cause & effect)

3. Evaluations (good or bad)

'4. Proposals (what should be done?)

I ~

10,

Linda Fiower,‘Problem—Sol%inq Strateqies for Nritin% (New York: HBJ, 1981).

§ %
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